The Uniqueness of Finnish Education
In the last decade, both Finland and the US participated in a number of international student assessment tests, including the Third International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) administered by the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA), and OECD's Program for International Student Assessment (PISA). TIMSS measures mathematics and science achievements of US 4th-and 8th-grade students compared with that of students in other countries, while PISA assesses reading, mathematical, and scientific literacy of 15-year-old students. Data have been collected since 1995 for TIMSS and since 2000 for PISA. At the time of writing, the latest available are 2011 for TIMSS and 2009 for PISA.
The results from PISA are especially interesting. Unlike other tests, including TIMSS, which assess traditional classroom content and students' conformity to a national curriculum, PISA measures students' ability to apply their knowledge to solve problems set in various real-world contexts, rather than on the extent to which students have mastered a specific school curriculum. In this regard, PISA results provide an assessment of the quality of the education system in any one country included in the study, and its ability to prepare students to apply their knowledge and skills to meet real-life challenges.
As shown in Table 14 .1, over the past decade Finland has performed consistently above the international average (OECD average) on both tests, in contrast with the US, which scored broadly at or below the international average across all dimensions considered. These results indicate that not only do Finland's students master their national curricula better than their international peers, but also that the Finnish educational system prepares its students for real-life challenges better than many other countries, including the US.
But what is behind the success? How can we explain these results? Closer investigations of Finnish education have revealed intriguing facts about the system and its functioning, at least when viewed from the outside. For example, unlike in many other countries, in Finland students seem to start school late, at the age of seven, and spend less time at school. The students have little homework and are rarely tested at a national level. Evaluation is not exercised to control or to sanction but rather to develop education at all levels in the system. In Finland, schools create their own curriculum based on the national core curriculum. The teaching profession is highly valued and trusted; and teachers are not subjected to evaluations either. These policies are in stark distinction to most current US educational policies. However, before making
